
Septic Systems In Coastal South CarolinaSeptic Systems In Coastal South Carolina
For The Real Estate ProfessionalFor The Real Estate Professional

SC LLR Course No. CEC274001SC LLR Course No. CEC274001

Lisa Hajjar, Planning DivisionLisa Hajjar, Planning Division



Crash Course Outline

•• National / local perspectiveNational / local perspective

•• Typical septic system questionsTypical septic system questions

•• Questions for you to ask a client Questions for you to ask a client 

•• Problem identificationProblem identification



Percentage of State Residents Using Septic Systems



SC Coastal Living

•• 88--county coastal zone covers 23% county coastal zone covers 23% 
of state’s total land areaof state’s total land area

•• Population growth Population growth 
(since 1990 Census)(since 1990 Census)
–– Beaufort Co.: 40% Beaufort Co.: 40% -- 11stst

–– Horry Co.: 37% Horry Co.: 37% -- 22ndnd

–– Jasper Co.: 34% Jasper Co.: 34% -- 44thth

–– Georgetown Co.: 21% Georgetown Co.: 21% -- 88thth

•• By 2010, oneBy 2010, one--third of state’s third of state’s 
population will live in coastal zonepopulation will live in coastal zone



Water Quality Problems on a National Scale

•• 1010--30% of systems 30% of systems 
failing annuallyfailing annually

•• At least 10% of At least 10% of 
systems >30 yrs. systems >30 yrs. 
oldold



Realtors are the first line of offense Realtors are the first line of offense 
in homeowner education!in homeowner education!



What is a Septic System?

Source

Tank Drainfield

Purification in Soil
Groundwater

Well
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Septic Tank 

•• Retain Retain 
wastewaterwastewater

•• Separate & settle Separate & settle 
solidssolids

•• Anaerobic  Anaerobic  
digestiondigestion

•• Protect drainfieldProtect drainfield



Tees and Baffles

••Inlet Inlet 
–– Reduces agitationReduces agitation
–– Reduces short Reduces short 

circuitingcircuiting

••OutletOutlet
–– Bottom in clarified Bottom in clarified 

zonezone
–– Keeps scum and Keeps scum and 

sludge out of sludge out of 
drainfielddrainfield

PUMP TANK TO PROTECT DRAINFIELD & SOIL!PUMP TANK TO PROTECT DRAINFIELD & SOIL!



Broken tee

Intact tee

Concrete baffle



Drainfield

•• Distributes wastewater Distributes wastewater 
over treatment areaover treatment area

•• Size is importantSize is important



Soil - Aerobic Zone

Groundwater

Well

Aerobic soil

•• Provides treatment of bad stuff in wastewaterProvides treatment of bad stuff in wastewater

•• Needs oxygen Needs oxygen –– not solids or grease or cars!not solids or grease or cars!



Types of Septic Systems

•• Conventional or Alternative systemsConventional or Alternative systems
–– Standard designStandard design
–– Shallow and ultrashallowShallow and ultrashallow
–– Cap or moundCap or mound

•• Pump systemsPump systems
•• Experimental / repair systemsExperimental / repair systems



Individual Systems – R.61-56

•• Soil description method Soil description method 
replaced “perc” test (late replaced “perc” test (late 
1970’s).1970’s).

•• Lots must meet minimum site Lots must meet minimum site 
conditions to get a  permit. conditions to get a  permit. 

•• Permit to construct must be Permit to construct must be 
issued before building issued before building 
construction can begin.construction can begin.



Individual Systems – R.61-56

•• New system must pass final New system must pass final 
inspection before permanent power inspection before permanent power 
and water is hooked up.and water is hooked up.

•• Repairs, extensions, and alterations Repairs, extensions, and alterations 
may require permit may require permit –– ask DHEC.ask DHEC.

•• Required sewer hookRequired sewer hook--up potential up potential 
repair solution if accessible.repair solution if accessible.



Subdivisions – R. 61-57 revised

•• 5 lots or more5 lots or more

•• Exempt Exempt -- all lots > 5 acresall lots > 5 acres

•• Accessible sewer Accessible sewer –– no no 
annexation requiredannexation required

•• No lots sold w/out subdivision No lots sold w/out subdivision 
approval by DHEC (later, each approval by DHEC (later, each 
lot permitted individually)lot permitted individually)

•• New standards for public New standards for public 
hearinghearing



Subdivision Development

•• DHEC cooperates w/local jurisdictions:DHEC cooperates w/local jurisdictions:
–– County Planning and Zoning OrdinancesCounty Planning and Zoning Ordinances
–– Various Town/City OrdinancesVarious Town/City Ordinances
–– Water or Sewer Districts or AuthoritiesWater or Sewer Districts or Authorities
–– Councils of Governments Councils of Governments –– e.g., LCOG, Be.g., LCOG, B--CC--D COGD COG

•• PrePre--application meeting:application meeting:
–– wastewater system, water supplywastewater system, water supply
–– roadsroads
–– drainage / stormwaterdrainage / stormwater
–– existing & proposed easementsexisting & proposed easements



“Commercial” Systems

•• Domestic or “sanitary” waste only:Domestic or “sanitary” waste only:
–– Co. Health Dept. if <1500 gpdCo. Health Dept. if <1500 gpd
–– DHEC Env. Health Div. if >1500 gpdDHEC Env. Health Div. if >1500 gpd
–– DHEC Domestic WW Division if >1500 gpd and DHEC Domestic WW Division if >1500 gpd and 

serves 2+ deeded lots serves 2+ deeded lots 
•• ND permit required (different standards)ND permit required (different standards)

–– Large systems rare on coastLarge systems rare on coast

•• Process or “mixed” wastewater:Process or “mixed” wastewater:
–– DHEC Industrial WW DivisionDHEC Industrial WW Division

•• Underground Injection Control (UIC) permit (Underground Injection Control (UIC) permit (nono
car maintenance facilities)car maintenance facilities)

•• General Discharge permit (car wash) General Discharge permit (car wash) 



Septic Systems Work Great With…

Proper Proper 
SitingSiting

Proper Proper 
InstallationInstallation

Proper Proper 
DesignDesign

Proper Proper 
Operation & Operation & 
Maintenance Maintenance 
(O&M)(O&M)



Proper Operation & Maintenance

•• Responsibility of property Responsibility of property 
ownerowner

•• Don’t overload systemDon’t overload system
•• Don’t drive over systemDon’t drive over system
•• Know what can & can’t go Know what can & can’t go 

down draindown drain
•• Read handout Do’s / Don’tsRead handout Do’s / Don’ts



Proper Operation & Maintenance

•• Prevent problems before Prevent problems before 
they happenthey happen

•• Pump out solids from tank Pump out solids from tank 
every 3every 3--5 years5 years

•• Protect drainfield from Protect drainfield from 
damagedamage
–– rootsroots
–– excess waterexcess water
–– excess solidsexcess solids
–– greasegrease



Maintenance is not…

putting additives in putting additives in 
the system to take the the system to take the 
place of pumping.place of pumping.

Additives can harm Additives can harm 
the system AND waste the system AND waste 
people’s money!people’s money!



Reasons for Failure:

Installed on poor soils or soils Installed on poor soils or soils 
with high water table (older with high water table (older 
systems permitted under old systems permitted under old 
“perc” method)“perc” method)

System is undersized for System is undersized for 
number of usersnumber of users

Site alterations after permittedSite alterations after permitted

Not properly constructedNot properly constructed

Not properly cared forNot properly cared for



Reasons for Failure:

Broken teesBroken tees

Solids or grease Solids or grease 
in drain lines and in drain lines and 
soilsoil
Cracked tankCracked tank

SaturatedSaturated
systemsystem



System’s Best Friend

http://www.onsiteconsortium.org/graphics/Sludge_Judge_2.jpg


Recognizing and Identifying Problems

•• Be your own detective, Be your own detective, oror

•• Hire a licensed installer or Hire a licensed installer or 
pumper, or a “certified” pumper, or a “certified” 
inspector.inspector.



Become a Septic System Detective

•• Standard disclosure statement Standard disclosure statement 
–– sketchy at bestsketchy at best

•• Get copy of permitGet copy of permit
–– homeowner or health dept.homeowner or health dept.

–– ask if system uses a pumpask if system uses a pump

•• Look in the building for red flagsLook in the building for red flags

•• Look around the outside of the Look around the outside of the 
building for red flagsbuilding for red flags



Red Flags You Can See

•• Inside of the buildingInside of the building
•• Outside of the buildingOutside of the building
•• DrainfieldDrainfield
•• ConstructionConstruction
•• Maintenance historyMaintenance history



Inside the Building

•• Leaky fixturesLeaky fixtures
–– eyes and earseyes and ears

–– simple toilet dye testsimple toilet dye test

•• Slow drainsSlow drains

•• Garbage grinderGarbage grinder

•• Evidence of heavy grease Evidence of heavy grease 
use and sink disposaluse and sink disposal



Outside the Building

•• Gutters and down spoutsGutters and down spouts
•• Parking areaParking area
•• Driveway and patioDriveway and patio
•• Irrigation systemIrrigation system
•• Landscaping Landscaping –– surfacesurface

drainagedrainage
•• Out buildingsOut buildings
•• Straight pipesStraight pipes



How to Locate a Septic System

•• Check the original permit informationCheck the original permit information
•• Look under the building to determine where Look under the building to determine where 

sewer lines exitsewer lines exit
•• Tank is often 5Tank is often 5--10’ away from building near where 10’ away from building near where 

sewer lines exitsewer lines exit
•• Look for regular green stripes in the lawn, these Look for regular green stripes in the lawn, these 

are the drain linesare the drain lines
•• Use a tile probe or thin rod to locate lines, septic Use a tile probe or thin rod to locate lines, septic 

tank, and Dtank, and D--boxbox
–– check for utility lines first!check for utility lines first!



Locate System with Probe

Now draw a map!Now draw a map!



Look for Greener Stripes



Drainfield and Tank Area

•• Surfacing effluentSurfacing effluent
•• Wet spotsWet spots
•• Areas of standing waterAreas of standing water
•• Growth patternsGrowth patterns

–– LocationLocation
–– PatternPattern

•• Bull'sBull's--eye patternseye patterns
•• OdorOdor



Wet SpotsWet Spots
SurfacingSurfacing



Straight Pipes Are Illegal!



Construction

•• Recent additionsRecent additions
•• Out buildingsOut buildings
•• New cable lines, etc.New cable lines, etc.
•• New water line, gas New water line, gas 

line, etc.line, etc.



Maintenance History

•• Last time pumpedLast time pumped
•• How oftenHow often
•• Added drain linesAdded drain lines



Goal – Work Well & Last Long

•• Know system locationKnow system location

•• Pump tank regularlyPump tank regularly

•• Keep records of repairs Keep records of repairs 
& maintenance& maintenance

•• Educate users on proper Educate users on proper 
operation & maintenanceoperation & maintenance



For More Information

•• DHEC Environmental Health OfficesDHEC Environmental Health Offices
–– Beaufort Co. (843) 525Beaufort Co. (843) 525--76277627
–– Berkeley Co. (843) 719Berkeley Co. (843) 719--46494649
–– Charleston Co. (843) 202Charleston Co. (843) 202--70207020
–– Colleton Co. (843) 549Colleton Co. (843) 549--23732373
–– Dorchester Co. (843) 821Dorchester Co. (843) 821--95249524
–– Georgetown Co. (843) 546Georgetown Co. (843) 546--36133613
–– Horry Co. (843) 248Horry Co. (843) 248--15061506
–– Jasper Co. (843) 726Jasper Co. (843) 726--77927792

•• DHEC in ColumbiaDHEC in Columbia
–– Environmental Health (803) 896Environmental Health (803) 896--06410641
–– Industrial WW (803) 898Industrial WW (803) 898--4186 or 4186 or ––32363236
–– Domestic WW (803) 898Domestic WW (803) 898--42284228



SCDHEC/OCRM

(843) 744(843) 744--58385838
http://www.http://www.scdhecscdhec.gov/.gov/ocrmocrm
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